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In a May 2 speech at the 41st conference of the World Affairs Council in Monterey, Calif., Secretary
of State for Political Affairs Michael Armacost said the contras reflect the discontent growing among
the Nicaraguan population. The three-day conference on Latin American affairs was attended
by 850 people from the academic and business communities. Armacost stated that Nicaragua is a
"repressive and undemocratic country, an obstacle to unity in the area, a threat to its neighbors, and
the vehicle for bringing the East-West rivalry onto the American mainland." Next, "a hostile Central
America would pose dangers to commerce through the Panama Canal, would require a substantial
and costly increase in our southern defenses, could generate massive new refugee outflows, and
would confront our Mexican neighbor with an ominous political and security challenge. "Neither
the Soviets nor the Cubans created the basic problems in Central America; both are poised to
exploit them for their own strategic benefit if they believe the costs and risks can be managed. In
short, what happens in Central America has important consequences for us and we have significant
interest in the region that we cannot wish away." When asked if he believed the contras could defeat
the Sandinistas, Armacost replied simply, "I don't know," and then indicated he was optimistic for
a negotiated settlement. He described the peace plan proposed by Costa Rican President Oscar
Arias as "welcome and promising." The proposal will be discussed by Central American heads
of state in Esquipulas, Guatemala, in June. According to Armacost, the Arias plan could serve to
check Nicaragua's "military impulses, bring a measure of accountability to government, and ensure
the right of Nicaraguans to choose their own destiny." US presidential envoy to Central America,
Philip Habib, also outgoing president of the World Affairs Council, (not a speaker at the conference)
mentioned that economic, social and political stability in Central America were prerequisites to
any negotiated settlement. He expressed optimism that a peace agreement would come about in
"due course." Another speaker, Abraham Lowenthal, political scientist at the University of Southern
California, described US policy in Central America as having tremendously high political risk,
"really a prescription for a morass." Nonetheless, he said, the US "must do all it can to make clear
that it will do whatever is necessary to prevent the establishment of Cuban and/or Soviet military
bases in Central America, and will never abandon its support of democracy and human rights in the
region."
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